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Over the past several years, a strong national consensus
has developed that high-quality pre-kindergarten is a
smart investment with a high rate of return. Decades

of research indicates that children who participate in
high-quality pre-k are: more likely to develop strong
academic and social competence and enter adulthood
with the skills, knowledge, and disposition necessary to
contribute to the economic growth and well being of
their communities. This study examines the potential
benefits to the District of Columbia if every child were
given the pre-k opportunity.

These findings indicate that
high-quality pre-k for all:

® |s a critical part of K-12 education reform
that reduces special education and
grade-retention costs and increases high
school graduation rates.

® Secures the District's economic future
by increasing tax revenues, reducing
the crime rate, and helping to build to
a more-employable workforce.

® Improves access to preventive healthcare
for families and reduces the District’s
healthcare costs.
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A Rationale for Investment

A leading indicator of a city's economic
vitality is the overall quality of life,

as measured by a highly-rated public
education system and an employable
workforce. Recent polls find strong
support among DC residents for
improvements in both education and
workforce development.

Fueling these concerns are the lingering
academic challenges faced by the District
of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) where
only 10 percent of fourth-grade students
are proficient in reading and only 6 percent
of sixth graders are proficient in math.
These poor academic outcomes have a
negative impact on multiple dimensions

of the city’s vitality and prevent many of the
District’s young people from participating

in their local community’s vibrant economy.
In a recent article in the Washington Post’s
Close to Home section, Barbara Lang,
President of the DC Chamber of Commerce
wrote, “Preparing our workforce is essential,
and that process begins with our DC Public
Schools, so that we don’t continue to add to
the pool of unprepared workers.”

A high-quality pre-k program serves as a
critical building block for strong academic
outcomes and also as an initial investment
in workforce development /employability.
Carefully researched studies such as

the Perry Preschool Project and the
Abecedarian Early Childhood Intervention,
demonstrated high returns in government
cost-savings and increases in human

and social capital.

After a comprehensive analysis of the
District's current state of early childhood
education, this study recommends the
additional investments necessary to create
a quality system. These investments are
then compared to potential government
savings. The results are clear. Additional
investments are not only cost effective to
the government — they improve the District’s
economic vitality and overall quality of life.

Cost Savings to the School System

In the District of Columbia, special educa-
tion and grade-retention rates are among
the highest in the nation and place a heavy
financial burden on the public school
system. Over the course of students’

K-12 education, DCPS will spend nearly
$100,000 more on each special education
student than on each student in regular
education. Many children who enter school
behind, stay behind, and are often referred
to special education or held back a grade.
A high-quality pre-k system that prepares
children for school will reduce the special
education rate by 8 percent. The DCPS
grade-retention rate would fall by nearly

12 percent.

High-quality pre-k significantly improves
student achievement. In the District of
Columbia, the K-12 system stands to
realize significant increases in learning
productivity from gains in teacher satisfac-
tion, lower turnover, reduced teacher
absenteeism, improved school safety,

and lower remediation costs.

Improvements in student achievement,
combined with decreases in the
special education and grade-retention
rates, amount to $29.88 million in total
cost savings.

Quality Pre-K for All is Cost Effective

Cost: $58.5 million

Benefits: $81.49 million
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Reductions in Child Healthcare Costs
In a high-quality pre-k-for-all system,

every child is screened for health condi-
tions, receives nutritious meals, and is
immunized. In fiscal year 2005, the District
of Columbia spent $20.6 million on school-
health, intervention, and mental-health
services. This amounts to $340 per child
per year. If every three and four year old
had access to pre-k preventive healthcare
services, then the District’s future health-
care costs would be reduced substantially.
Total cost savings in this area comes to
$6.93 million.

Cost Savings to the

Criminal Justice System

Decades of research indicate that children
who attend high-quality pre-k are less
likely to be involved in crime. If a high-
quality pre-k-for-all system were in place
in DC, the city’s incarceration rates would
fall dramatically, saving District residents
approximately $17.62 million.

Increases in Tax Revenues
High-quality pre-k for all has been shown
to generate increased tax revenues in
two ways:

1. Parents re-enter the labor market

more easily when they are confident that
their children are receiving high-quality
education and care while they work.

2. Three- and four-year-old children who
attend high-quality pre-k go on to graduate
high school in greater numbers, enter
adulthood as more productive workers,
and earn higher wages.

Both of these effects raise incomes,
increasing income and sales tax revenues
proportionately. This study estimates

that the District would reap $27.07 million
in additional tax revenue should the city
invest in high-quality pre-k for all.

Closing the Pre-K Quality Gap

In order for a community to truly reap the
benefits of pre-k, all children must have
access to high-quality programs. While
the government provides pre-k to an
exceptionally high number of the District’s
13,200 three and four year olds, quality
programs are scarce. In fact, over

80 percent of classrooms do not meet
quality accreditation standards.

The challenge for DC is to close the quality
gap and expand access to the 2,000 three
and four year olds who are not currently
being served.

With increased investment, a quality
pre-k for all system can be achieved that
possesses the following components:

A teacher in every classroom with a
bachelor’'s degree and specialized training
in early childhood education.

® Equitable compensation and benefits
for all teachers.

e An age-appropriate, child-centered
curriculum that develops language and
learning skills, mathematical thinking,
scientific inquiry, and social and emotional
development.

¢ A low adult-child ratio of 1:8 to allow for
teacher-child interaction and individualized
instruction.

e A rigorous program-improvement and
public-accountability system that
includes child-outcome assessments,
comprehensive services, and program
evaluations.

e System-wide implementation of quality
accreditation standards such as those
offered by the National Association for the
Education of Young Children.

The District of Columbia can reap the
academic and social benefits documented
in this report by closing the pre-k quality
gap and ensuring all children have access
to free, voluntary high-quality programs
over the next four years.




Increasing Momentum

The District of Columbia has a legacy of
leadership in early education. Since 1972,
public school pre-k has been available for
four year olds on a first-come-first-served
basis. In recent years the DC Council has
increased funding to serve more three
and four year olds.

In 2002, a coalition of early childhood and
K-12 advocates came together under the
banner of the Universal School Readiness  ®
Stakeholder Group to promote public
knowledge, public will, and public action

in support of pre-k for all.

The Stakeholder Group has worked in
collaboration with the National Black Child
Development Institute’s SPARK DC initiative
to ensure that all children enter school
ready to learn. In 2004, advocates
submitted a Roadmap to Universal School
Readiness in the District of Columbia to

the mayor that laid the groundwork for
future investments in pre-k for all. These
combined efforts have resulted in the Pre-K
Incentive Program, an exemplary prototype
of high quality that is funded by the DC
Public Schools and administered by the
DC Department of Human Services, Early
Care and Education Administration.

The Pre-K for All DC campaign is an
outgrowth of these efforts. Over the next
several years, the campaign will engage
the general public and policymakers in an
education and advocacy campaign to
ensure that every three and four year old
has access to free, voluntary, high-quality
pre-k programs.

Realizing the Vision
The vision that all children will enter
school ready to learn and prepared for

success in life can only be realized through

the collective actions of all of its citizens.

By becoming Pre-K Champions, business

and foundation leaders, education
advocates, and elected officials can
play major roles in supporting the
Pre-K for All DC campaign.

The challenge for the business and

foundation community is to first embrace

pre-k for all as a sound, research-based
development strategy, and second to
integrate it into the District’s economic
agenda.

e Education advocates must continue to

promote pre-k as a critical part of the
school reform agenda.

e Elected officials should make pre-k for all

three and four year olds a legislative and
budgetary priority.

e Families and the community at-large must

become advocates for all children and hold
elected officials accountable for creating
a quality pre-k for all system.

Pre-K for All DC is a non-partisan public
education and advocacy campaign
seeking to ensure all three and four year
olds have access to high-quality pre-
kindergarten in the District of Columbia.

Pre-K for All DC is a collaborative
initiative of the National Black Child
Development Institute.

Partners include the Universal School
Readiness Stakeholder Group, SPARK
DC/NBCDI, and DC DHS Early

Care and Education Administration.
Pre-K for All DC is funded by Pre-K Now
and other funders.

Many thanks to staff, children, and
families of the CentroNia pre-kindergarten
program in Washington, D.C., where the
photographs for this publication were
taken. (www.centronia.org)

pre-k for all
DC

1101 15th Street, NW
Suite 900
Washington, DC
20005

202.833.2222 fax

202.833.2220 voice

www.prekforalldc.org



